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INTRODUCTION
Today’s world is characterised by deep interdepend-
encies and a growing degree of connectivity, namely 
the ability to bring people, goods, systems and socie-
ties closer together, while fostering deeper economic 
relations and people-to-people ties. For Africa, this 
focus on connectivity is more important than ever, as 
it is a critical factor underpinning the continent’s as-
pirations. This is clearly laid out in the African Union’s 
Agenda 2063 (1), which has identified the need to speed 
up actions on African connectivity as key to support-
ing accelerated integration, growth, and development. 
In 2012, the African Union (AU), in partnership with 
the African Development Bank (AfDB) and the African 
Union Development Agency (AUDA-NEPAD), set out 
the Programme for Infrastructure Development in 
Africa (PIDA) (2), an ambitious agenda to connect and 
integrate the African continent (3). The development 
of transport infrastructure is particularly important 
for African countries to reap the benefits of the re-
cently adopted African Continental Free Trade Area 
(AfCFTA). Furthermore, many global actors, such as 
the European Union (EU) with its Global Gateway, 
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or China with its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 
have attached increasing importance to connectiv-
ity in Africa, financing infrastructure projects and 
exploring business opportunities that could arise in 
this field.  

At the same time, infrastructure connectivity is not 
just an asset used to promote African development and 
trade, but also an element that interacts with the sur-
rounding socioeconomic, political and institutional 
environment. Far from being an abstract issue, infra-
structure connectivity is a vector of transformation 
that can trigger socioeconomic and political changes in 
conjunction with other societal processes (4). This 
transformative power is extremely relevant in fragile 
and conflict-affected (FCA) areas on the African conti-
nent, as connectivity, in its interaction with underly-
ing conflict and societal factors, has the potential to 
contribute to either advancing or hindering peace-
building and stabilisation efforts. In this Brief, the 
term ‘conflictivity’ (5) is used to refer to the latter sce-
nario, i.e., when connectivity be-
comes an accelerator of fragmenta-
tion and fragility, exacerbating 
grievances and fuelling conflict dy-
namics. It is extremely important to 
explore how conflicts and connectiv-
ity interact to make sure that the 
‘connectivity momentum’ that Africa 
has experienced does not lead to this 
conflictivity scenario, but rather provides an opportu-
nity to reduce violence and address persisting social 
and institutional fragilities. Assessing African connec-
tivity through a conflict-sensitive lens is therefore key 
to the establishment of lasting peace and the achieve-
ment of the continent’s long-term development goals.  

Against this backdrop, this Brief aims to unpack the 
linkage between connectivity and conflict dynamics 
in Africa. Rather than dealing with connectivity in a 
broad sense, the Brief focuses specifically on transport 
infrastructure connectivity, due to the importance 
that this particular type of connectivity has for the 
economic future of the African continent, its unfold-
ing economic integration and its potential to enhance 
the governance of countries. First, the Brief analyses 
the role that transport infrastructure connectivity can 
play in building peace and reducing violence and fra-
gility in Africa; second, it examines how infrastruc-
ture projects can pave the way towards the emergence 
of conflictivity situations; third, it analyses the vision 
that the EU proposes with regard to African connec-
tivity; finally, it provides strategic-level considera-
tions to assess the implications of connectivity from 
a conflict-sensitive perspective, thus augmenting the 
ability to avoid conflictivity, while realising economic 
and social benefits.

CONNECTING AFRICA 
TO BUILD PEACE
The growing focus on transport connectivity is a huge 
opportunity to build a new model of connectivity 
across Africa, capable of advancing trade, econom-
ic development and peace. Transport systems can 
contribute to the stabilisation and reconstruction of 
FCA areas in Africa through different channels. One 
key component is the use of physical assets as in-
struments for the central state to employ its ‘infra-
structure power’, namely ‘the capacity to penetrate 
its territories, logistically implement political deci-
sions’ (6), and establish a visible presence of the state, 
advancing social cohesion and enhancing the legiti-
macy of the central authority across the country. In 
other words, transportation networks in Africa can 
be seen as a proxy for state capacity (7). Furthermore, 
re-establishing movement along key transport links 

and corridors facilitates the de-
ployment of security forces and 
the access to state services such as 
administration and justice, thus en-
hancing the delivery of humanitar-
ian support and mitigating the cli-
mate of economic hardship in which 
armed groups flourish (8).

Transport connectivity projects can 
also defuse fragility dynamics by creating employ-
ment opportunities and improving the economic and 
business environment. This mechanism comes into 
play mainly when connectivity projects are specifi-
cally designed to involve local communities, espe-
cially women, and spread benefits across local pop-
ulations (9). Employment generation increases the 
opportunity cost of resorting to violence while pro-
viding a way out of poverty for vulnerable people, thus 
contributing to reducing the risk of radicalisation. 
For instance, a survey conducted in Liberia revealed 
that those who obtained employment through road 
construction projects were better able to take care of 
themselves and their families (10). At the same time, 
employment creation could be particularly useful to 
create enduring conditions for political and social 
reconciliation, by targeting young men and groups 
with a higher predisposition towards violence (11). In 
this regard, the integration of such projects into dis-
armament, demobilisation and reintegration (DDR) 
programmes offers a promising way forward, as it 
would provide former fighters with an incentive for 
maintaining peace, while preventing young people 
from resorting to violence, as for instance happened 
in the Central African Republic (12) or the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC) (13). 

Another channel through which infrastructure pro-
jects contribute to peacebuilding and development 
efforts is by connecting populations in conflict-prone 
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areas. Enhancing rural transportation networks and 
services to open up remote areas and increase ac-
cess to urban centres and markets is instrumental 
in promoting social cohesion and economic inclusion 
of vulnerable populations, while fostering commu-
nity ownership. Connectivity thus has the potential 
to overcome the high level of spatial segregation and 
fragmentation inherited from European colonisers, 
whose biased model of transport connectivity was 
usually limited to the connections necessary for the 
export of minerals or agricultural products, contrib-
uting to the African continent’s conflict proclivity (14). 
Indeed, despite recent efforts, the transport network 
in Africa remains poor on average. When it comes to 
the ratio of paved roads to total roads, sub-Saharan 
Africa is the weakest-performing region (15). The most 
concerning element is that in many countries road 
density has effectively declined over the last few 
years, as shown in the graph opposite. 

The link between transport infrastructure building 
and peacebuilding is clearly laid out, for instance, in 
the National Recovery and Peacebuilding Plan 2017-21 
of the Central African Republic (16). The strategy em-
phasises the need to improve road infrastructures 
across the country, especially in rural areas, as a tool 
to reduce the widening gap between the elite and the 
rest of the population and reach neglected commu-
nities, whose isolation has fuelled armed confronta-
tion and violence in the country. Another interest-
ing example is the DRC, ranked the sixth most fragile 
country in the 2022 Fragile States Index (17). The coun-
try’s critical situation is compounded by poor con-
nectivity, which has increased geographic isolation, 
exacerbating social and economic inequalities across 
and within provinces and laying the foundations for 
the proliferation of armed groups. As recognised by 
the World Bank (18), an important element on which 
peacebuilding and stability strategies could capital-
ise would consist in improving road connectivity in 
the DRC, to integrate border populations, support 
cross-border trade activities, improve access to ser-
vices and overcome exclusionary dynamics.

The focus on African transport connectivity is ex-
pected to increase as a result of the growing economic 
and trade integration underpinned by the AfCFTA (19). 
This trade-driven attention to connectivity projects 
has the potential to generate positive externalities. 
Stronger economic, social and infrastructure con-
nections would have the added advantage of reduc-
ing the risk of cross-border conflicts by increasing 
the economic interdependence of the member coun-
tries, which would raise the costs of conflict (20). In 
conflict-prone situations, access to markets is nec-
essary to restore economic growth and generate the 
preconditions for peace and reconstruction, which 
explains why the rehabilitation of damaged transport 
infrastructure has emerged as a priority among do-
nors and governments (21). The Great Lakes provides 
an interesting example of a region where small-scale 
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cross-border trade is strongly associated with a re-
duction in conflict and gender-related violence: in-
deed, many of those who participate in cross-border 
trade in the Great Lakes are women and young peo-
ple (22), thus making it more likely that the benefits 
are directly invested in the household, thereby fur-
ther reducing vulnerability to shocks and the risk of 
youth radicalisation. 

THE DARK SIDE OF 
THE STORY: AFRICAN 
CONFLICTIVITY
Yet all that glitters is not gold. If poorly implement-
ed, connectivity may not only fail to foster stabilisa-
tion and reduce violence but may even turn out to be 
a driver of grievances and exclusion, amplifying con-
flicts and tensions and laying the foundations for the 
onset of new patterns of fragility. This corresponds to 
what might be termed a ‘conflictivity scenario’, i.e. a 
situation whereby transport connectivity can fuel 
conflict and fragility dynamics, rather than becoming 
a stabilising factor. While infrastructure projects are 
not per se the cause of conflict escalation, under this 
conflictivity scenario, connectivity contributes to the 
widening of existing faultlines, creating or deepening 
cleavages across the geographical, functional and so-
cial spaces, and exacerbating the burden of colonial 
legacies. So, what are the factors contributing to this 
conflictivity scenario? Conflictivity 
may arise when the delivery of 
physical assets in FCA areas is done 
in an institutional void, without a 
broader stabilisation strategy or 
without being adequately coordi-
nated with local authorities and 
populations. In addition to these 
endogenous characteristics, the rise 
of conflictivity needs to be assessed 
in combination with two trends 
which can accelerate its emergence, 
namely multipolar competition and 
urbanisation.

Building roads is not just a tool for states to ac-
cess local populations but can equally be a means 
through which armed groups gain the infrastructure 
for mobilisation. Focusing on opportunities for re-
bellion among African ethnic groups and building on 
road network data, it has been shown (23) that access 
to state services in Africa reduces the risk of con-
flict, at the same time as groups’ internal connect-
edness increases this potential. This strictly depends 
on the strength of the ‘infrastructure power’ that 
African states can employ. Moreover, unless infra-
structures are properly supervised and managed, new 

infrastructure projects can become a source of funds 
for insurgents and militias. Armed checkpoints along 
key trade routes represent core financing activity for 
many armed groups in Africa. In North and South 
Kivu in the DRC, for instance, between 2016 and 2019, 
more than 800 roadblocks were identified, about one 
every 10 miles, with people most often charged for 
passing through roadblocks, in addition to being 
charged for accessing natural resources or markets (24). 

At the same time, conflictivity is not just about in-
trastate conflicts, but also includes the risk that road 
projects become embedded in cross-border interstate 
conflict dynamics, contributing to the internationali-
sation of instability hotspots. A case in point is the 
massive road project launched by Uganda at the end 
of 2021 (25) to open trade routes to three cities in east-
ern DRC. This project was launched amid growing 
tensions between Rwanda and Uganda, which accuse 
each other of backing militias operating in eastern 
DRC. In particular, the situation escalated after the 
decision by the DRC to allow Uganda to deploy troops 
to fight rebels based in eastern DRC. In this context, 
the road project is seen by Rwanda as a provocative 
and unfriendly act, as it includes plans for the con-
struction of roads near the Rwandan border, jeopard-
ising Kigali’s interests in the area. In particular, the 
memorandum of understanding (MoU) on road con-
struction is allegedly part of the military agreement 
which allowed Uganda to deploy troops in the DRC (26), 
highlighting the close connection between infra-
structure objectives and political and military goals.

Without overarching infrastructure strategies, trans-
port projects can increase the chance 
of the transport system becoming 
a conduit for intensified predation 
and a channel for the spread of il-
legal economic activities. When po-
lice, customs, enforcement agencies 
and other key stakeholders are not 
equipped with adequate technical 
tools and financial resources, those 
connectivity projects meant to pro-
mote legitimate economic growth 
might risk leading to the opposite, 
by facilitating illicit markets and 
exports. Weak governance and un-

checked cross-country rivalries risk derailing infra-
structure projects which could otherwise have the 
potential to generate significant benefits, as has been 
happening with the Ugandan road-building plan in 
the DRC. Another example is South Africa, a country 
with a huge potential for economic integration due 
to its key position in terms of maritime trade, where 
the high rate of violent crime against freight trucks 
and vans poses a major risk to road freight trans-
port (27). Furthermore, without strong institutions, it 
is difficult to ensure proper supervision and moni-
toring of the projects, identify lessons learned from 

Access to state 
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project-related activities, assess the impact on local 
populations and create enduring and shared benefits. 

Moreover, the choice of involving either local or cen-
tral stakeholders, and to what extent, is likely to af-
fect the way transport connectivity impacts on FCA 
areas. Indeed, transport projects can have a much 
more positive effect on conflict dynamics when 
they are community-driven, that is, when 
local communities are involved in identi-
fying their own specific needs and devis-
ing appropriate solutions. Investing in 
large-scale transport projects in fragile 
contexts carries the risk of not addressing 
deep-rooted grievances and bypassing or 
perpetuating the inequalities which are 
at the core of the conflict (28). For instance, 
it has been shown that mega-infrastructure 
projects across East Africa have a high poten-
tial to significantly aggravate existing fragilities 
through different channels, including the risk that 
uncontrolled inward migration generates signifi-
cant animosity and foments strong political opposi-
tion within project-affected communities (29). While 
acknowledging that large-scale projects are crucial 
to upholding trade and economic development in 
Africa, it is important to launch pilot projects to ex-
plore concrete ways to apply conflict-sensitive and 
community-driven approaches to connectivity initi-
atives, bearing in mind that each context has its own 
specificities which require tailored responses.

The underlying dynamics that might lead to the 
emergence of a conflictivity scenario risk being am-
plified by the new geopolitical centrality that the 
African continent has gained on the internation-
al stage. A growing number of global powers have 
intensified their engagement with African coun-
tries, creating new patterns of multipolar compe-
tition, among which connectivity plays a key role. 
Competing external actors – such as China, India, 
Japan or the United Arab Emirates – have been look-
ing at infrastructure connectivity as a tool to pro-
ject or enhance their influence on the continent and 
balance the rise of rival countries, largely preferring 
large-scale infrastructure to community-driven pro-
jects. This is confirmed by the importance attached 
to port infrastructure development, especially in 
Eastern Africa, as it provides access to main maritime 
routes and chokepoints (30). A case in point is the BRI 
launched by China, which is inherently a geopolitical 
tool, masterminded by Beijing to advance its stra-
tegic interests. While investments in megaprojects 
could be an opportunity to boost intra-African and 
international trade, this model of connectivity risks 
exacerbating grievances and resulting in the exclu-
sion of local populations from shared benefits, which 
are indeed among the core factors triggering the 
conflictivity scenario. This is confirmed by the large 
number of protests and tensions that have flared up 
in response to large-scale Chinese-financed projects, 

fuelled by the perception that China’s economic in-
fluence is harmful to national interests (31). 

Lastly, the rise of the conflictivity scenario risks be-
ing accelerated by the unmanaged unfolding urbani-
sation process, which is radically shaping African 
economies and societies (32). Africa’s rapid urbanisa-
tion is coupled with low levels of investment in in-
frastructure, which prevent African cities from de-
livering agglomeration economies and reaping urban 
productivity benefits (33). If the growing population in 
African cities is not matched with appropriate trans-
port infrastructures to address the needs of urban 
and peri-urban communities, urbanisation could 
become another element contributing to the mate-
rialisation of conflictivity situations. In other words, 
due to the lack of urban planning and low levels of 
investment in infrastructure, African cities are not 
only the physical arena where political mobilisation 
takes place, but have become themselves a driver of 
grievances, which produces and reproduces contesta-
tion patterns over low job opportunities and lack of 
access to urban services, among other things (34). This 
highlights the importance of investigating the link 

Gateways
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between African connectivity and fragility through 
the lens of urban governance.

AFRICAN CONNECTIVITY: 
WHAT VIS ION FOR THE EU?
It is thus clear that spatial variations triggered by 
higher or lower transport connectivity can affect 
conflict dynamics in Africa, paving the way either for 
a scenario where fragility is addressed and conflict 
risks mitigated, or for a scenario where conflictivity 
prevails. In both cases, given its transformative pow-
er, the conceptualisation of conflictivity needs to be 
fully integrated into the strategic approach shaping 
policy towards Africa. When it comes to the EU, a 
seesaw approach has been adopted towards connec-
tivity in Africa, moving from a ‘securitarian’ per-
spective aimed at hindering human mobility-centred 
connectivity, to a ‘geopolitical’ paradigm under which 
connectivity has been seen strictly in relation to the 
opportunity to partner with African countries to de-
velop transport infrastructures. 

If we go back to the last 4-5 years of 
the past decade, when the political 
and strategic debate was dominated 
by migration and related security/
humanitarian concerns (35), connec-
tivity in Africa was largely conceived 
by Europeans as synonymous with 
human mobility. This resulted in an 
increased effort to constrain con-
nectivity, in an attempt to curb mi-
grant flows and prevent the spread of terrorism. This 
approach has led to the conceptualisation of African 
borders as solid, fixed dividing lines, which need to 
be preserved through rigid border management poli-
cies and ad hoc military missions. A case in point is 
the Sahelian region, where the EU approach has been 
largely characterised by a migration-driven emphasis 
on hardened border control, not properly balanced by 
support to local populations, who depend on migra-
tion for their livelihoods (36). 

The EU has progressively nuanced this securitarian 
approach and started looking at African connectivity 
through fresh lenses, as the new narrative describing 
Africa as a ‘land of opportunities’ has emerged in the 
international community (37). This emerging vision is 
linked to the opportunities arising from the AfCFTA 
and the need to enhance strategic partnership to sup-
port bilateral trade and investment, especially given 
growing multipolar competition. In this regard, pro-
viding support to African countries to improve con-
nectivity and transport infrastructure development 
is a key pillar of the renewed EU strategic posture 
laid out in the 2020 joint communication ‘Towards a 

comprehensive strategy with Africa’ (38). In light of this 
approach, as part of the €150 billion Global Gateway 
Africa–Europe investment package, the EU intends 
to support the African continent by financing quality 
connectivity infrastructure through multi-country 
Team Europe initiatives. It is within the context of 
this aim that 11 strategic corridors have been iden-
tified as key in order to facilitate intra-African and 
Africa–Europe trade, improve connectivity between 
both continents, develop value chains in Africa and 
support territorial development, embracing both ru-
ral and urban contexts (39). 

The African connectivity model envisioned under 
the Global Gateway also has a geopolitical dimen-
sion, with a major focus on large-scale projects, to 
rival global players and re-establish the EU’s stand-
ing. The first and most direct target of this approach 
is China, which, as illustrated above, has been able 
to promote an interest-oriented connectivity mod-
el. While it is legitimate for the EU and other global 
powers to use connectivity to advance their geopo-
litical agenda, this needs to be balanced out by other 
key considerations: as argued above, if connectivity is 
pursued just as a geopolitical tool without factoring 
in its impact on conflict dynamics, societies and in-

stitutions, it risks becoming a driver 
of grievances and an accelerator of 
geographic and socioeconomic frag-
mentation.  In the absence of a ho-
listic approach to connectivity, the 
conflictivity scenario will unavoid-
ably prevail, jeopardising stabilisa-
tion efforts on the continent.

The Global Gateway seeks to over-
come the flaws which might stem 

from poorly conceptualised connectivity by adopting 
a quantitative methodology to assess the strategic 
corridors to be implemented. The 11 corridors have 
been identified analysing potential trade-offs across 
four scenarios, focusing on 32 indicators related to 
economic welfare, equity, social inclusion, impact on 
the environment and impact on vulnerable groups (40). 
One of these scenarios, the ‘human development, and 
peace and security’ scenario, highlights that these 
corridors can function efficiently and effectively only 
in a context of peace and security, representing key 
conditions for sustainable development. This meth-
odology represents an innovative approach which can 
be replicated, and it would be important to further 
scale up this conflict-sensitive approach in the as-
sessment of connectivity projects, recognising con-
nectivity as a constitutive element of conflict dynam-
ics and at the same time leveraging its potential to 
address fragility. This could result in stronger co-
operation with other institutions, such as the World 
Bank, the United Nations or the AfDB, and with local 
organisations and communities, to find concrete en-
try points for joint-financed infrastructure projects.

In the absence of a 
holistic approach 

to connectivity, 
the conflictivity 
scenario will 
unavoidably prevail.
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THE WAY FORWARD: 
DESIGNING A CONNECTED 
AND PEACEFUL AFRICA
Overall, it is crucial to recognise that connectivity 
can have both beneficial and detrimental impacts 
on African conflicts and should therefore be imple-
mented with caution. A clear articulation of connec-
tivity projects in accordance with stabilisation priori-
ties and objectives needs to be fully explored when 
it comes to supporting decision-makers. Against 
this backdrop, some strategic considerations can be 
elaborated to create the conditions for connectivity to 
successfully contribute to reducing violence and fra-
gility in Africa and prevent the conflictivity scenario 
from arising.

1. Connectivity is not just black and white. The di-
chotomised representation of connectivity as ei-
ther ‘good’ or ‘bad’ does not help fully harness the 
potential and mitigate the risks of connectivity in 
Africa, as it fails to grasp the multiple, diverse and 
complex links between transport systems and the 
surrounding socioeconomic environment, espe-
cially in FCA areas. It is therefore crucial to avoid 
fixed paradigms and frame connectivity projects 
within the region- and/or country-specific con-
text. In the case of the Sahel, for instance, con-
nectivity underpinning the mobility of people and 
goods, which is an inherent characteristic of the 
region, should be part of the solution rather than 
being addressed only as a challenge.

2. Connectivity is more than just geopolitics. 
Looking at African connectivity only through 
the lens of geopolitical competition could be 
counterproductive, leading to a preference for 
large-scale projects and producing negative re-
sults in terms of exacerbated violence in FCA ar-
eas. While large-scale projects revolving around 
strategic corridors are crucial for trade integration 
and economic development, a more comprehen-
sive and multifaceted approach would be need-
ed. It would be beneficial to pilot cross-country 
transport projects to explore concrete ways to 
apply community-driven and conflict-sensitive 
approaches to large-scale infrastructures, for in-
stance along key corridors or in landlocked states 
to facilitate access to the main ports. This would 
produce a more direct positive impact on lo-
cal populations, fostering community-building 
and improving collective ownership of the 
infrastructures. 

3. Connectivity is also about conflict and peace. 
Conflict dynamics need to be considered early in 
the process of transport project design, where 
the impact of connectivity on conflict and fragil-
ity, both positive and negative, can be analysed 
and operationalised in detail across all the phases 
of the project. It is therefore imperative to adopt 
a conflict-sensitive approach putting together 
transport infrastructure development, policy, 
and conflict-management experts. Although un-
dertaking a project in a context of insecurity and 
conflict can be extremely challenging, the risks 
of ‘doing nothing’ are higher because the current 
instability and insecurity are likely to intensify 
further without connectivity and development. In 
this regard, it is important to introduce flexibil-
ity in the design of projects to make them adapt-
able to the risky and volatile environment where 
they operate. 

4. Connectivity needs people. The effects on peace 
of transport assets can emerge only in interac-
tion with what people actually use such assets for. 
Therefore, in order to make connectivity a catalyst 
of stability capable of delivering long-lasting re-
sults, it is crucial to adopt a bottom-up approach, 
address the needs of vulnerable groups and bring 
together all key actors that have a stake in making 
and keeping infrastructures safe, including local 
communities and authorities. Furthermore, it is 
essential to design connectivity projects to create 
employment opportunities for local populations, 
especially women and demobilised soldiers, mak-
ing sure that the benefits of infrastructures are 
spread across groups in an inclusive way.

5. Connectivity alone does not work. Infrastructure 
investments may be of little relevance, or even 
counterproductive, if they are not part of a broad-
er multidimensional stabilisation strategy fo-
cusing on the underlying causes of conflict and 
fragility. Therefore, enhanced connectivity needs 
to be integrated into a broader stabilisation strat-
egy, including institutional strengthening and 
capacity-building activities focused on the plan-
ning, implementing, and leveraging of infra-
structure projects. 

In conclusion, connectivity can be part of the solu-
tion for Africa to go beyond the barriers created by 
geography and history, fostering cross-border rela-
tions and helping countries address the grievances 
which fuel fragility and radicalisation. Nevertheless, 
connectivity is not per se a catalyst for peace and a 
mitigator of risks in FCA areas. Instead, its impact 
largely depends on the external socioeconomic and 
institutional context. Accounting for the connectiv-
ity–conflict nexus is key to propose a fresh model of 
transport connectivity capable of supporting African 
countries in this ‘connectivity momentum’ and thus 
avoid the emergence of the conflictivity scenario.
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